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Abstract  
This Banded Dissertation focuses on religious affiliation, professional identity, and collegial 
relationships in examining attitudes and perceptions held by social work professionals 
concerning religious affiliation in an effort to examine respect for diversity within the profession. 
This was accomplished through a conceptual framework looking through the lens of the NASW 
Code of Ethics, the CSWE EPAS competencies, and the Social Identity Approach, a quantitative 
study, and a workshop presentation.  
Product One is a conceptual manuscript examining the literature regarding ethical behavior and 
diversity as it relates to religious affiliation, professional identity, and collegial relationships 
within social work. Conclusions reached include that integrating religion and spirituality content 
into social work curriculum continues to be a challenge, views about incorporation of religion 
into practice vary, and there are some experiences of perceived negative treatment due to 
religious affiliation. 
Product Two is a quantitative study which surveyed 199 licensed clinical social workers-board 
approved clinical supervisors (LCSW-BACS) in Louisiana. The study explored challenges social 
workers perceived they had experienced in their social work practice as a result of their religious 
affiliation. A one-way analysis of variance was used to assess the relationship between age and 
years of professional experience with perceived challenges due to their religious affiliation, 
which revealed no statistical significance. There were, however, two noteworthy differences in 
the results in which t-tests were used: 1) males indicated they had experienced challenges more 
often than females, and 2) those who identified with a Christian religious affiliation perceived 
they had experienced challenges less often than those affiliated with non-Christian religions.  
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Lastly, Product Three consisted of a workshop presentation at the annual meeting of the North 
American Association of Christians in Social Work (NACSW) on November 7, 2020. This 
presentation included information from the conceptual manuscript along with some preliminary 
results from the research conducted for Product Two. 
Limited information exists examining religious affiliation, the social worker, and perceived 
challenges they experience. As such, further research is needed to have an understanding. 
Content must be incorporated more intentionally into the curriculum of social work education 
and discussions surrounding religious affiliation so as to better prepare for work in the field both 
with clients and colleagues. Understanding all facets of diversity and exploring one’s own 
attitudes and biases must take place in order to maintain a respect for differences thus impacting 
positively behavior towards both clients and colleagues.  
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Religious Affiliation and the Social Work Professional: Room for Diversity? 
Religion, spirituality, and religious affiliation are all terms used in social work, often 
interchangeably. Each of these concepts may rouse varying ideas and even conflicting views or 
understandings of the position that religion should have in social work. Despite its roots in 
Judeo-Christianity, social work has wavered in its connection with religion and spirituality 
through its evolution as a profession (Canda, 2005; Chi, 2018). It seems that as the profession 
has moved toward secularization the focus on religion and spirituality has also changed (Canda, 
2005; Chi, 2018). Such a change may result in a decline in respect for diversity among the 
profession’s own members as it concerns religion, spirituality, and religious affiliation despite 
the fact there are professional social work organizations that support religion and spirituality. 
Hence,	this banded dissertation focuses on an examination of the religious affiliation of 
professional social workers, their professional identity and collegial relationships. It is necessary 
for the social work profession to increase its understanding about the role that religion and faith 
hold. In particular, it is important to gain insight into the perceptions and attitudes held by social 
work professionals about this topic to encourage respect for diversity for the profession’s own 
members who may be religiously affiliated. 
A discussion surrounding religion, religious affiliation, or faith ought to consider the 
standards presented in the National Association of Social Workers’ (NASW) Code of Ethics 
(2017) and the Council on Social Work Education Educational Policy and Accreditation 
Standards (CSWE EPAS, 2015). Particularly, it is important to recognize that CSWE, as the 
accrediting body for all social work education programs, does include two competencies that 
address: 1) professionalism and 2) diversity and difference in practice, which must be 
incorporated into the social work curriculum (Council on Social Work Education Educational 
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Policy and Accreditation Standards [CSWE EPAS], 2015).  This is vital because the educational 
arena may be the first place social work students learn about the concept of diversity. As such, an 
understanding that religion and spirituality are a part of diversity that needs to be respected as 
with any area in which differences exist should be included (Hodge, 2003, 2005b). The NASW 
Code of Ethics (2017) also addresses cultural awareness/diversity in Standard 1.05, respect as it 
pertains to colleagues in Standard 2.01, and finally Standard 4.02 delineates the importance of 
social workers refraining from any type of discrimination which includes religion.  There are 
standards for practice and competencies to include in education, but again, there is little 
information about social workers’ perceptions and attitudes as it relates to the religious affiliation 
of a social worker.  
Although limited, there are studies that discuss the incorporation of religion and 
spirituality into education and/or practice which present varying thoughts and wide-ranging 
definitions of these terms (Ai, 2002; Cecil & Stoltzfus, 2007; Oxhandler, 2017). Other studies 
have examined various tools created to assess spirituality with clients as well as social workers’ 
perceptions of their use of such tools in practice (Hodge, 2005a; Hunt, 2014; Stewart & Koeske, 
2006).  Research as it relates to the personal and/or professional identity of social workers and 
their religious affiliation has also been minimal. There have been a limited number of studies 
examining challenges that social workers who identify as religiously affiliated experience such 
as conflicts encountered and experiences of religious discrimination (Cecil & Stoltzfus, 2007; 
Ressler & Hodge, 2006) 
There are scholarly studies highlighting religion and spirituality in social work; however, 
research addressing the impact of social workers’ religious affiliation on their professional 
identity and collegial relationships is minimal. Hence this banded dissertation, through its three 
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products, focuses on exploring a social worker’s religious affiliation, its impact on professional 
identity, and the resulting challenges experienced. Product One, the conceptual paper, presents 
information related to religious affiliation, the public and private identities of a social worker, 
and a glimpse at perception of treatment by colleagues as a result of this religious affiliation. The 
second product presents a quantitative study surveying social workers in the state of Louisiana. 
The data collected examines perceptions social workers have of challenges experienced due to 
their religious affiliation while practicing social work. The results of this study are presented in 
detail. Finally, Product Three is a presentation of the dissertation’s conceptual paper offering 
preliminary results of Product Two. This presentation was given at the North American 
Association of Christian Social Workers’ annual conference in November 2020. 
Conceptual Framework 
 
An understanding of the impact social workers’ personal religious affiliation has on their 
professional identity, relationships with colleagues, and perceptions of treatment by colleagues 
based on their religious identify is the focus of this banded dissertation. As such, the conceptual 
framework guiding this work revolves around three components: standards from the NASW 
Code of Ethics, competencies of CSWE EPAS, and assumptions of the Social Identity Approach 
(SIA). Examination of standards and parameters established by NASW and CSWE helps in 
understanding ethics, diversity, and professional identity as it pertains to the social work 
professional (CSWE, 2015; National Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2017). SIA aids in 
understanding the individual development of a person’s attitudes, behaviors, and thoughts as it 
relates to differences, biases, etc. By approaching the development of the social worker’s 
professional identity from this vantage point, a more thorough understanding is achieved in 
relation to religious affiliation’s impact on professional identity and collegial relationships.  
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As the accrediting body for all social work education programs, CSWE EPAS (2015) 
determines what competencies are required for each program to implement into its curriculum.  
Two of these competencies address diversity and respect which are important to focus on when 
examining religion and religious affiliation. The incorporation of these competencies is 
instrumental to ensure the integrity of the profession and must be presented by social work 
educators through effective communication to students who are the future of the profession 
(Drechsler et al., 2020; Hodge et al., 2006; Werman et al., 2019). As educators and practitioners, 
it is necessary to demonstrate respect for diversity giving students an example of how to exhibit 
this same respect (Hodge et al., 2006; O’Neal, 2012). But most importantly, in relation to this 
study, when discussions concerning respect for diversity are incorporated into learning, it can 
impact attitudes and perceptions toward religiously affiliated social workers. 
The NASW Code of Ethics (2017), likewise, addresses diversity, respect and non-
discriminatory behavior through standards created from the profession’s core values. Two of 
these values, dignity and worth of the person and social justice, pertain greatly to this discussion. 
Standard 1.05 addresses the responsibility of the social worker in developing awareness of 
diversity through life-long learning (NASW, 2017). Religion is an aspect listed as an area of 
diversity. The NASW Code of Ethics (2017) also speaks to respect for colleagues as it pertains to 
areas of difference in Standard 2.01in which religion is again mentioned. And, lastly, Standard 
4.02 addresses the issues of social workers avoiding any type of discriminatory behavior on the 
basis of many factors including religion (NASW, 2017). As with the CSWE competencies, these 
standards indicate the importance of being a culturally competent social worker which involves 
demonstrating respect for diversity both with clients and colleagues.  
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Use of the SIA in this study aids in understanding the potential for individuals to develop 
attitudes, behaviors, and even biases which can impact collegial relationships with those who are 
religiously affiliated. An assumption of SIA indicates the group(s) we belong to can cause social 
categorization which can impact how we view those outside our group since the group often 
dictates its members’ emotions, thoughts, and behaviors, including discriminatory behavior 
(Tajfel et al., 1971; Hornsey, 2008). Based on the assumptions of SAI (Tajfel et al, 1971), it 
would make sense that individuals who are also social workers can belong to many groups in 
which their attitudes and actions can be impacted. This influence could produce a lack of respect 
for diversity. As it relates to this information, it means group affiliations may impact views 
toward religiously affiliated social workers and in turn, collegial relationships.  
It is apparent the social work profession values respect for diversity, which includes 
religion, as evidenced in the core values and standards of its professional code (NASW, 2017), 
and the competencies set forth by CSWE (2015). However, scrutiny of the reciprocal process 
between the personal and professional identities using these elements must happen in order to 
better understand the impact each has on the social worker’s professional identity and collegial 
relationships. This means exploring personal values, biases, perceptions, and religious affiliation 
as it impacts professional identity development, but also examining the profession’s values, its 
stance on diversity and ethical conduct as it impacts personal identity development. 
Summary of Banded Dissertation Products 
This banded dissertation consists of three complete products exploring and presenting 
facets of religious affiliation and the social work professional. These scholarly products 
comprised 1) a conceptual paper, 2) a research study, and 3) a presentation at the North 
American Association of Christian Social Workers annual conference. These products together 
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examine religious affiliation in the context of the social worker’s professional identity, 
relationships with colleagues, and challenges experienced throughout their career due to religious 
affiliation. 
Product 1 
 Product 1 is a conceptual manuscript which imparts to the reader the role religion, faith, 
and spirituality have played in the development of the social work profession since its 
establishment. An examination of the incorporation of religion and spirituality into the classroom 
and practice is presented along with a discussion concerning a social worker’s personal and 
professional identity as it corresponds to their religious affiliation. Using a conceptual 
framework based on tenets of the NASW Code of Ethics, CSWE EPAS, and the Social Identity 
Approach, diversity and ethical behavior are examined as it relates to religious affiliation, 
professional identity, and collegial relationships. 
Potential implications are discussed addressing the effect an understanding of this 
information can have on the social work profession both in education and practice. The 
continued struggle to implement content regarding religion and spirituality into the educational 
arena will have a ripple effect on the practice of social work. 
Product 2 
 Product 2 is a quantitative study that used survey methodology over the course of several 
months that examined perceived challenges experienced by social workers in relation to their 
religious affiliation. Participation in the study was voluntary and involved licensed clinical social 
workers-board approved clinical supervisors (LCSW-BACS) in Louisiana. The rationale for 
choosing this population was based on their involvement in supervising and training other social 
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workers toward licensure. The Religious Discrimination Scale (RDS) as created by Allen et al. 
(2018-in press/2020) was the survey tool used to collect this data. 
 Results of this study indicated there were some differences in responses based on gender 
and religious affiliation that were statistically significant (p<.001). Particularly, females 
indicated they experienced challenges less often than males. And responses of those identifying 
with non-Christian religions revealed they had experienced challenges more often than those 
affiliated with Christianity.  Further research is needed in this area using a broader sample 
population in order to establish generalizability of the current findings.  
Product 3 
 Product three is a presentation on the conceptual manuscript of Product One but also 
includes preliminary results from Product Two. The conceptual framework used in the 
development of the conceptual paper was presented at the North American Association of 
Christian Social Workers’ annual conference on November 7, 2020 through live remote. The 
presentation was 60 minutes in length. The goal of this presentation was to encourage 
participants to be able to 1) ascertain the bearing religious affiliation can have on the social 
worker’s professional identity and relationships with colleagues and 2) articulate implications 
concerning diversity, cultural sensitivity, and its impact on social work in the future. Please refer 
to PowerPoint slides (Appendix A) included in this document. 
	 In conclusion, these three products which comprise the banded dissertation present an 
overview of what has been researched related to religion and spirituality. This BD also 
contributes to information and conversations about this topic through the research conducted. 
While further research is warranted, the information in this dissertation gives way to prompting 
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critical thinking about religious affiliation, the social work professional, perceptions of 
challenges experienced, and the implications for social work education and practice.  
Discussion 
 
Literature indicates there is limited information available discussing specifically the 
social worker, religious affiliation, and challenges experienced. As such this banded dissertation, 
guided by a conceptual framework using the NASW Code of Ethics (2017), CSWE EPAS 
(2015), and the Social Identity approach (SIA), sought to provide more information surrounding 
this important topic. The purpose of the conceptual manuscript was examination of religion in 
the social work discipline, specifically focusing on both the personal and professional identities 
of religiously affiliated social workers and whether they are accepted by their colleagues. 
Through the review of the literature, information was found discussing various roles religion and 
spirituality have played throughout the years of the social work profession which revealed a 
distancing from religious aspects as the profession became more secularized (Canda, 2005; Chi, 
2018). Further review of the literature revealed integration of religion and faith into education 
and practice is occurring but is surrounded by conflictual ideas about it (Cecil & Stoltzfus, 2007; 
Pandya, 2016; Stewart & Koeske, 2006). Additionally, information on this topic area as 
presented to students in the classroom seemed to suggest they were inadequately prepared, 
thereby impacting work done in the field (Gilligan and Furness, 2006; Hodge, 2005b; Hunt, 
2014). Limited research was found addressing religious affiliation, personal and/or professional 
identity of the social worker, and interpersonal conflicts due to religious affiliation. However, the 
conclusions compiled suggest religiously affiliated social workers, especially those associated 
with Christianity, may experience some form of negativity due to this affiliation (Cecil & 
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Stoltzfus, 2007; Hodge, 2020; Ressler & Hodge, 2006). As such, this information prompted the 
research conducted in Product Two. 
Product Two used a survey design to study challenges related to perceived experiences of 
religiously affiliated social workers (n=199) during their social work career. This sample 
encompassed licensed clinical social workers-board approved clinical supervisors (LCSW-
BACS) in the state of Louisiana. These challenges specifically explored perceived prejudice, 
closet symptoms, and negative labels. These were the identified subscales of the Religious 
Discrimination Scale (RDS) developed by Allen et al. (2018-in press/2020) which was the 
survey tool used. While results showing statistical significance were limited, it is important to 
mention a small number of participants had perceived experiencing different challenges due to 
their religious affiliation which aligned with previous research conducted by Ressler and Hodge 
(2006) and Thaller (2011). Results indicated differences in responses related to gender and 
religious affiliation. Specifically, females indicated they had experienced challenges less often 
than men. And participants affiliated with non-Christian religions perceived they had 
experienced challenges more often than those affiliated with Christianity. These findings 
indicated religion and religious affiliation of social workers was an area in which the social work 
profession should further examine since there was limited research and it is an aspect of 
diversity. A better understanding of religious affiliation and perceptions of those within the 
social work vocation can aid in maintaining the integrity of the profession as being inclusive of 
all aspects of diversity. This information, in turn, needs to be intentionally incorporated into the 
classroom and practice arenas.  
Implications for Social Work Education       
 As with any area in social work, it is important to continue to grow and improve in 
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knowledge, skills and understanding of diversity. Religion and religious affiliation are such areas 
the profession must continue to learn, grow in, and address openly as an important aspect of 
diversity. The NASW Code of Ethics (2017) emphasizes respect for diversity and avoiding any 
type of discriminatory behavior which includes the religious aspect. As a profession that stresses 
inclusivity, it is important for this behavior to begin in the classroom through intentional 
emphasis and modeling of these standards.  
Graduate and undergraduate programs should strive to improve the integration of religion 
and religious affiliation into the social work education curriculum (Sheridan, 2009). By 
delivering more content and incorporating additional discussions in the classroom about religion 
and religious affiliation, students will develop a better understanding of this area of diversity. But 
most importantly, integration of this content with open discussions will allow students to process 
and share their own thoughts, biases, perceptions and attitudes as each relates to religion and 
religious affiliation similar to what has been done with other areas of diversity (Werman et al., 
2019). Having open conversations in a safe environment within social work education produces 
future social workers with stronger self-awareness, increased knowledge and understanding 
(O’Neal, 2012; Werman et al., 2019), thereby leading to less negativity or inaccurate perceptions 
about religiously affiliated clients or colleagues. If not implemented into the curriculum, a lack 
of preparation in knowledge and understanding will continue which can lead to a lack of respect 
and appreciation of diversity, at least as it relates to religion and religious affiliation. 
Implications for Future Research 
 It is apparent more information is needed as a whole in the area of religion and religious 
affiliation, but especially as it concerns the social work professional, their professional identity, 
and relationships with colleagues as there seems to be a gap in the literature in this area. As such, 
RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION & SOCIAL WORK                  11 
there is a need for additional research. Research on a larger scale incorporating not only a larger 
population sample, but also a broader one would produce more in-depth information about 
challenges experienced due to religious affiliation and the impact it has. For instance, gathering 
data from more social workers at different licensure levels rather than only those at the 
supervisory level may produce different results. Furthermore, research of social workers from 
different geographic locations and those with specific religious affiliations could yield more data 
for analysis concerning perceptions, attitudes, and experiences. Based on information from prior 
studies, conducting research with social work educators may produce valuable information in 
relation to religious affiliation and challenges faced. 
Finally, qualitative studies are warranted for future research to more directly explore 
challenges experienced or perceived by religiously affiliated social workers in their practice. 
Topics like religious affiliation and challenges faced due to this affiliation are often perceived as 
sensitive issues or at the very least personal matters. As such, conducting qualitative research 
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Abstract 
Throughout the entire history of social work, religion and faith have contributed significantly to 
its development. Examination of its role leads to the present in which the profession appears 
more secularized such that aspects of religion and faith are seen as unimportant or viewed 
negatively. Due to such secularization, a discussion of social workers’ professional and personal 
identities in relation to religious affiliation is considered including whether colleagues truly 
accept professionally social workers identifying with religion. This paper examines the issue by 
applying the NASW Code of Ethics, CSWE EPAS and the Social Identity Approach as a 
conceptual framework in which to navigate the issue. The article concludes with implications for 
the social work discipline going forward.  
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Understanding Religious Affiliation, a Social Workers’ Professional Identity,  
and Collegial Relationships 
 
Religion and faith have had a place in the social work field from its inception. However, 
as several researchers stated, even though social work’s foundation included roots in Judeo-
Christian beliefs, it has long since moved away from its origins (Canda, 2005, 2013; Chi, 2018).  
Is it possible the field of social work has become so secularized that the aspects of religion and 
faith are now seen as unimportant or negatively? Research indicates the number of LCSWs 
across the country, as compared to the rest of the population, who identify with being religious 
has decreased and that more social workers identifying with non-Christian religions has 
increased (Oxhandler et al., 2017, 2018). This information may suggest the social work 
profession is moving toward being more open or inclusive to those belonging to non-Christian 
religious affiliations. Simultaneously, this may also indicate the profession’s move toward being 
less open to Christianity and those associated with it. Since the profession has vacillated in 
regard to its roots and there are fewer social workers that identify as religious, the lens through 
which religion and faith are viewed changed and continues to change (Canda, 2005, 2013; 
Oxhandler et al., 2018; Vanderwoerd, 2011). These changes can lead to decreased respect for 
diversity within a profession that states in its Code of Ethics (2017) social workers should be 
respectful of all types of diversity.  This conceptual paper presents a discussion centered around 
the question: Does being affiliated with religion influence perceptions of the social worker’s 
professional identity and collegial relationships?  
Interestingly, statistics from a recent Gallop Poll concerning religion and the American 
population indicate approximately 75% of the population associates with some tradition within 
the Christian faith as well as a smaller percentage that identify with a non-Christian religion 
(Newport, 2017). Statistics from a current survey conducted by Pew Research Center (2019) also 
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confirmed that a high percentage (65%) of Americans have a Christian religious affiliation. Even 
though there has been a slight decline in the general public claiming to have a religious 
affiliation, this information would suggest how important it is for the social work profession to 
more readily identify with its roots and view social work professionals who are affiliated with a 
religious or faith tradition, whether Christian or otherwise, with respect for diversity.  
Scholars have debated and presented information concerning the place religion and faith 
have in the social work profession throughout history (Canda, 2005; Furman et al., 2007; Hodge, 
2005; Oxhandler & Giardina, 2017). Research presented by several scholars, although limited, 
suggests there are varied ideas and conflicting views on how religion and faith should be situated 
within social work (Furman et al., 2007, 2011; Sheridan et al., 1992).  There is also a lack of 
information addressing the impact personal religious affiliation has on the professional identity 
of a social worker as well as their relationships with colleagues. This illuminates how important 
it is for the social work field to gain a better understanding of the perceptions and attitudes held 
by its own members regarding the role religion and faith offer to the profession. Furman et al. 
(2011) made a similar point in their research stating there is a need for further exploration 
surrounding this topic. 
Disagreement, fear, and lack of understanding are factors that often lead social work 
professionals to think and behave in ways that do not honor or respect diversity, especially in 
relation to religion or faith (Hodge, 2020; Thaller, 2011). This, in turn, can impact the social 
worker’s professional identity and relationships with their peers. Such behavior would conflict 
with the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) competencies concerning diversity and 
professional behavior and would fail to align with the National Association of Social Workers 
(NASW) Code of Ethics. Research conducted by Furman et al. (2011) suggests changes have 
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occurred over the past few decades in how social workers view religion, spirituality, and faith in 
relation to ethics. One such change concerned the difference in the number of Christian social 
workers who indicated they found no ethical conflict in using religion and/or spirituality in 
practice in the late 1990s (73%) as compared to those in 2008 (68%) (Furman et al., 2011). As 
such, this article examines the topic through the lens of the guidelines and parameters the NASW 
Code of Ethics and the CSWE EPAS created for the social work profession concerning ethics, 
diversity, and professional identity. Using the lenses of these guidelines can lead to 
recommendations for modifications the profession can consider for implementation in both 
educational and practice settings guided by the conceptual framework presented in this article.  
Conceptual Framework 
Furman et al. (2011) suggest social workers’ understanding concerning the relationship 
between religion, spirituality, faith and ethics has changed over time. This same research 
indicated a growing number of social workers who believe there is a conflict in this area 
pertaining to the Code of Ethics (Furman, et al., 2011).  Accordingly, in order to examine closely 
the impact a social worker’s personal religious affiliation has on their professional identity, 
relationships with colleagues, and colleagues’ perceptions, a conceptual framework was needed 
to guide this research. As such, the Council on Social Work Education’s Educational Policies 
and Accreditation Standards (CSWE EPAS, 2015), the National Association of Social Workers 
(NASW) Code of Ethics (2017) and the Social Identity Approach provide the backdrop and lens 
through which this article views and interprets all information. See the conceptual framework in 
Figure 1 identifying the interaction of the concepts which influence the social worker’s 
professional identity and collegial rapport.  
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CSWE Policies 
CSWE is the national accrediting body responsible for accreditation and reaffirmation of 
all undergraduate and graduate social work programs. As such, it determines the criteria (EPAS) 
which each program must incorporate into its curriculum. It is the responsibility of social work 
educators to communicate these competencies to students, i.e. future social work professionals to 
preserve the integrity of the profession. Two competencies are relevant to this discussion: 
Competency 1 pertaining to ethical behavior and professionalism of the social work profession 
and Competency 2 addressing diversity and difference (Council on Social Work Education 
Educational Policies and Accreditation Standards [CSWE EPAS], 2015).  
These competencies indicate educational programs are responsible for communicating 
what it means to practice ethically and professionally, as well as imparting knowledge about and 
recognition of diversity. This involves helping students recognize each person has different 
personal biases and values, but as social workers we must practice self-awareness and respect for 
diversity, which includes religion (Barker & Floersch, 2010; O’Neal, 2012). The educational 
setting is often the first place students in social work formulate their perceptions or recognize 
their attitudes toward those who exhibit differences. It is essential then, as social work educators 
and practitioners, to exhibit respect in all we do and say with others including respect for the 
diversity of students in the classroom setting (O’Neal, 2012).  These competencies specifically 
mention religion and faith. When these are incorporated into the learning environment, discussed 
and processed, then attitudes or perceptions toward the professional identity of religiously 
affiliated social workers would be impacted along with professional relationships with 
colleagues. 
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NASW Code of Ethics Standards 
NASW, a professional organization, maintains responsibility for creating the profession’s 
Code of Ethics outlining specific principles and standards of behavior for social workers. The 
code speaks to respect for diversity in three separate standards. First, Standard 1.05 of the 
NASW Code of Ethics (2017) addresses the importance of growing in cultural awareness as part 
of a career-long process and seeking to understand diversity. Standard 2.01 addresses the social 
worker’s behavior specifically toward colleagues emphasizing respect for and not criticizing for 
any reason (National Association of Social Workers [NASW] Code of Ethics, 2017). Lastly, 
Standard 4.02 of the NASW Code of Ethics (2017) applies to social workers being non-
discriminatory in their work including as it relates to religion, spirituality or faith.  These three 
standards of the Code of Ethics indicate an understanding and respect for diversity is crucial to 
the social work profession to the point of developing skills as a culturally competent practitioner.  
This pertains to interactions with both clients and other professionals including social work 
colleagues. Are those in social work applying these standards in a way that truly respects 
diversity among its professionals including religiously affiliated social workers? Or does 
religious affiliation impact the way their professional identity is viewed by other professionals, 
thereby affecting collegial relationships?  
The Code’s standards were built around or emerged from the profession’s six core values. 
Two values speak directly to the issue of respect for others. The first value concerns relating to 
people with ‘dignity and worth for the person’ involving respect of individual and cultural 
differences (NASW, 2017). Respect for religious affiliation, including among social work 
professionals, aligns with this value. The second value, social justice, includes working to 
eliminate discrimination of any kind and to be sensitive to differences of others (NASW, 2017).  
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This should apply to eradicating discrimination toward people based solely on their religious or 
faith affiliation.  These values underscore the importance of understanding diversity—
differences of all kinds, including but not limited to socioeconomic, education, culture, or 
religion. How diversity is perceived or understood by individuals influences their view of the 
world. Together, these standards, core values, and competencies clearly indicate the profession 
of social work is a discipline that values respect for diversity. This should include respect for 
religiously affiliated social work professionals. 
Social Identity Approach 
 The Social Identity Approach provides the lens for understanding collegial relationships 
for this study. This approach encompasses concepts from both Social Identity Theory (SIT) and 
Self-Categorization Theory (SCT). Collegial relationships have the potential of being impacted 
when peers do not understand or accept differences such as religious affiliation. Understanding 
dissimilarities requires an open mindedness with a willingness to have tough conversations to 
appreciate another’s differences. Oftentimes, challenges have to be overcome to accomplish this 
acceptance of another’s faith or religious affiliation when it differs from one’s own views. Some 
reasons this might be challenging include having to admit one’s own ideas are inaccurate or 
being pushed to view self in a different light. The biggest challenge may be overcoming the 
views and beliefs of the group(s) associated with which leads to Tajfel et al. (1971) ingroup/ 
outgroup thinking, attitudes, and behaviors. 
Understanding the assumptions of the Social Identity Approach offers an understanding 
of why religious affiliation may be viewed negatively or positively. According to Social Identity 
Approach, the group(s) one belongs to leads to social categorization and an ‘us/them’ perspective 
which can influence how a person views another since the group often stipulates the attitudes and 
RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION & SOCIAL WORK                  30 
behaviors its group members should have (Tajfel et al., 1971; Hornsey, 2008). The social identity 
approach, according to the research of Tajfel et al. (1971), introduced the concepts of ingroup 
and outgroup affiliation and concluded people favor the ingroup over the outgroup. This research 
also indicated social categorization can lead to discriminatory conduct between these groups 
based on biases concerning attitudes, stereotypes, etc. (Tajfel et al., 1971; Hornsey, 2008).  
Hornsey (2008) suggested bias occurs because there is an expectation discrimination will occur 
from the outgroup towards the ingroup, but he also indicated there is varying information about 
this idea. This information gives a strong basis in understanding that social workers do belong to 
groups outside the social work profession and can be influenced in attitudes and behaviors that 
may encourage a lack of respect for diversity, in this case, religious affiliation. In turn, whether 
intentionally or unintentionally, a social worker may allow the influence of their group 
affiliations to impact the relationships they have with other professional social workers in order 
to maintain or guard their own self-concept and social identity. 
Figure 1 infers personal and professional identity are closely interwoven and reciprocal, 
thereby having an impact on one’s professional identity and collegial relationships.  Specifically, 
personal identity is impacted by one’s religious or faith affiliation, or lack of such affiliation, 
which in turn influences how one understands the core values of social work, the Code of Ethics, 
diversity, and the educational competencies of CSWE. As knowledge and self-awareness 
increases, it impacts development of an individual’s social work professional identity and 
relationships with colleagues. Alternatively, growth of one’s professional identity through 
perceptions and interpretations of the Code of Ethics, educational competencies, knowledge of 
diversity, and experiences from groups one associates with can, in turn, influence personal 
identity. Each of the variables presented in the figure demonstrate a process of growth through 
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personal and professional attitudes to reach the best fit for the individual.  Once an individual 
reaches this place, their professional identity and relationships with colleagues are impacted, 
negatively or positively. The review of the literature that follows examines the evolution of 
religion in the social work profession, a comparison of values, the integration of religion and 
faith into education and practice, and issues surrounding the development of a social worker’s 
personal and professional identity. 
Literature Review 
Evolution of the Social Work Profession Concerning Religion and Faith 
Before addressing the evolution of religion throughout social work’s history, it is 
imperative to nominally define each of these key concepts. It is recognized that the concepts of 
religion, faith or spirituality can be challenging since these terms connote diverse meanings and 
definitions (Alice Lun, 2015; Oxhandler & Giardina, 2017; Oxhandler & Pargament, 2014). For 
the purposes of this article, religion will be defined as beliefs, attitudes and actions practiced in 
and through an organized setting or institution, i.e. as an outward expression.  Development of 
this article centers on an understanding of religious affiliation and therefore refers to people 
“aligning themselves with a religious group” (Francis, 2007, p. 586). Faith and spirituality, for 
the purpose of this article, are used interchangeably. As such, the definition of faith obtained 
from Chi’s (2018) work states faith provides a “sense of purpose and meaning in life” and 
concurrently “leads to a sense of responsibility for the way a person lives their life” (p. 419). 
Additionally, the term secularization is an important concept to understand when studying 
religion, faith, or spirituality. Therefore, secularization will be defined as “the process in which 
religious consciousness, activities, and institutions lose social significance” (Wilson, 2005, p. 
8215).  
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Evolution of religion and faith as it pertains to the social work profession must be part of 
this discussion so a clear picture emerges about the topic.  Sheridan et al. (1992) pointed out 
social work’s roots stem from religion and charity.  Entities such as Charity Organization 
Societies (COS), friendly visitors, Settlement Houses, Jewish communal services and 
Christianity, all with strong religious ties were a large part of social work when the discipline 
began (Canda, 2013; Meinert, 2009). Additionally, throughout time, religious affiliated agencies 
contributed greatly to human services and impacted social policy (Sheridan et al., 1992).  
Once the profession organized and reached recognition as a profession, religion and faith 
diminished as the move toward humanistic approaches increased (Meinert, 2009). In Canda and 
Furman’s original work about spirituality and social work, they presented the history of the 
social work profession as consisting of four stages (Canda & Furman, 1999, as cited in Canda, 
2005 & Furman et al., 2007). The first period described included religious origins which entailed 
strong roots while the second period was described as “professionalization and secularization” in 
which social work moved away from Christian roots toward everything secular (Canda, 2005, p. 
98). According to their description of the third stage, the social work profession continued 
forward with a renewed interest in spirituality, but it also moved forward with interest in other 
perspectives such as “existentialism and transpersonal theory” (Canda, 2005, p. 98).  The final 
period, which the profession currently operates, concerned surpassing the confines of religion, 
academia, government, and people instead indicating a willingness to not only understand 
differences, but be more inclusive (Canda, 2005). Even with this information, Canda (2005) 
mentioned that inclusion of more spiritual aspects in social work was not necessarily a given. 
This information presents a distressing point in the area of social work education. The possibility 
that social work education presents faith and spirituality in a casual way, if at all, can imply to 
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students this aspect of human beings is devalued more than other facets i.e. physical, emotional, 
and mental health. Furthermore, this information gives rise to the concern that without inclusion 
of more spiritual aspects in the profession, perceptions toward religiously affiliated social 
workers could impact how they are viewed professionally and by extension professional 
relationships with colleagues.   
Finally, it was important to look at contributions made by leaders of this profession in 
relation to the evolution of religion within social work. In fact, Vanderwoerd (2011) stated that 
Christian leaders greatly influenced social well-being and the profession itself.  Chi (2018) also 
found historically those with strong faith connections impacted the development of social work. 
Five major figures in social work history who used their faith to benefit many were examined in 
Chi’s study, and the author made the point much could be learned from persons whose faith 
impacts their work. Interestingly, the author stated information on integration of clients’ faith 
into practice has been studied but limited material found addressing the social worker’s view 
concerning the importance of their faith in their work and identity (Chi, 2018). Vanderwoerd 
(2011) stated social work of present day has forgotten the impact religion, specifically 
Christianity, had on the profession to the point of leaving it out entirely. And Chi (2018) 
demonstrated how social work has moved away from its roots and become more secularized over 
the years thereby impacting religion and faith in the process. Ultimately, Vanderwoerd (2011) 
also highlighted the profession of social work has become quite secularized and with this the 
assumption that, “…religion is irrelevant, biased, private, and unscientific…” (p. 259). It is 
apparent religion and faith have played a role in the development of this profession, but it also 
seems progress may have caused us to lose sight of something that is vital to both clients and the 
worker themselves.  If religion is not relevant to the profession, then it would follow that a 
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religiously affiliated social worker’s professional identity would be viewed negatively as well as 
impact collegial relationships. This could potentially lead to ethical concerns related to respect 
for diversity.  
Discussion of the Profession’s Values and Christian Values 
A discussion of religion and faith is not complete unless it contains information 
concerning a discussion of the profession’s values or principles and religious values. The NASW 
Code of Ethics contains standards that pertain to the involvement of religion in social work 
practice developed from the core values of the social work profession.  As stated previously, the 
NASW Code of Ethics (2017) contains three particular standards addressing either cultural 
awareness and diversity, respect as part of the ethical responsibilities to colleagues, or the issue 
of discrimination and how practitioners should avoid discrimination against religion (NASW, 
2017). When considering the standards and values of the profession, it is important to remember 
individuals approach their understanding and application of these by looking through their own 
lenses. Sherwood (2016) stated all persons have a worldview or perspective from which they live 
and interpret behavior, people, the world, and every other aspect of life. Interestingly, Canda et 
al. (2020) mentioned people typically develop their own “personal code of ethics” which has 
been formed from a variety of experiences and beliefs (p. 70). From this point, individuals decide 
how to incorporate a professional code or aspects of it into their personal code which then 
impacts behavior (Canda et al., 2020).  
Although all six values of the NASW Code of Ethics align with Christianity, for the 
purpose of this article, only two of the six values of the profession were chosen for comparison. 
These two values include dignity and worth of the person and social justice (NASW, 2017).  As 
Sherwood (2016) indicated Christians have no issue affirming the profession’s Code of Ethics 
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because the principles and values match well with a Christian perspective. However, issues 
surface due to interpretations. Worldviews, including a Christian’s, provide the lens through 
which information is analyzed thereby leading to potential disagreements or conflicts in 
compatibility (Keith-Lucas, 1992; Sherwood, 2016; Stewart, 2009). It is important to note the 
standards in the Code of Ethics developed from the profession’s values.  
A social worker who aligns with a religious affiliation, specifically Christianity, practices 
what is well-known as the ‘Golden Rule’ in the book of Matthew which encourages one to treat 
others as they would want to be treated. As such, a religiously affiliated social worker strives to 
show value and respect for every individual. Approaching each person from a holistic view and 
maintaining awareness of differences provides the foundation from which the worker can 
approach people with respect and ensure their right to self-determination (Canda, et al., 2020).  
Social justice, another value specific to this discussion concerns fair, respectful treatment and aid 
to those who are vulnerable. In Deuteronomy and Isaiah, scripture clearly indicates people are to 
be treated fairly, affirms the importance of aid to those who are needy, vulnerable or oppressed, 
and encourages the pursuit of justice. A religiously affiliated social worker, again specifically 
addressing from a Christian perspective, should strive to ensure all people receive social justice. 
This discussion indicates values of the profession and a Christian religiously affiliated social 
worker do align with each other. However, it is to be noted again, based on worldviews, lived 
experiences, and other aspects of life, varied interpretations cause conflicts or false assumptions. 
This discussion also leads to the conclusion one’s personal identity, developed from beliefs, 
values, and life experiences, impacts the development of one’s professional identity and vice 
versa.   
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Integration of Religion and Faith        
 Application of faith and religion in the profession of social work, whether in the 
educational setting or practice setting, has produced uneasiness, misunderstandings and 
disagreements (Stewart, 2009; Valutis et al., 2014). CSWE EPAS developed competencies that 
instruct social work educational programs to include diversity within its curriculum to help 
alleviate this confusion which includes information concerning religious diversity. Two 
particular competencies address ethical behavior related to respect and professionalism and 
diversity in practice (CSWE EPAS, 2015). Over the past 10-20 years, several studies 
investigated the integration of faith, spirituality, and/or religion into social work educational 
curriculum and practice (Furman et al., 2007, 2011; Hodge et al., 2006; Hohn et al., 2017; 
Oxhandler & Pargament, 2014; Oxhandler & Parrish, 2016).  
Hodge (2005) indicated avoiding discussion of spiritual diversity in the educational 
setting may be negatively impacting work with clients.  He continued by citing standards from 
the NASW Code of Ethics that serve as the basis for why this topic should be discussed in the 
classroom and emphasized the need for understanding spiritual diversity and discrimination that 
often occurs due to this diversity (Hodge, 2005). Another study by Gilligan and Furness (2006) 
surveyed British students and practitioners and concluded that while many may have a 
background in religion or personal beliefs, most are not educationally prepared in how to handle 
this topic in actual practice situations. This information suggests there is a great need for social 
work to further develop this area so social workers can develop their own professional identity 
and affirm others’ professional identity as it relates to religion and faith in the profession. 
Interest in the integration of religion and faith into practice and education continues even 
in light of conflictual ideas about this topic. An example of integrating religion and faith into 
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practice includes the development of spiritual assessment tools for use in practice. Monod et al. 
(2011) conducted a systematic literature review study which identified 35 spiritual assessment 
tools used in clinical health research studies as well as for use in a clinical capacity. Another 
study conducted by Chamiec-Case (2009) presented a particular scale, the Integration of 
Spirituality in the Workplace Scale, used to assess a social worker’s integration of spirituality in 
their work. Results indicated social workers saw themselves as integrating faith into their work 
(Chamiec-Case, 2009). In order to better understand practice and education implications 
regarding integration of religious and spiritual beliefs, Oxhandler et al. (2018) surveyed LCSWs 
from across the nation and found that LCSWs indicated their beliefs in these areas impacted their 
practice in some regard. This research indicated integration of faith and learning continues and 
greatly interests those in the field of social work. However, the possibility exists not enough 
education is offered in the curriculum to address how to integrate into practice nor how to handle 
the diversity surrounding religion and faith (Gilligan & Furness, 2006; Hodge et al., 2006; 
Oxhandler et al., 2019). This lack of training can lead to social workers developing inaccurate 
perceptions, thereby impacting their own professional identity, their attitudes toward the 
professional identity of colleagues affiliated with religion, as well as their professional 
relationships. 
Religious or Faith Affiliation (Personal Identity) Among Social Workers 
Limited research exists addressing how the profession of social work truly regards a 
professional’s personal identity in relation to religious and/or faith affiliation. However, a social 
worker identifying as a Christian cannot compartmentalize their faith because it “forms a core 
part of their identities” (Chamiec-Case, 2016, p. 179). The results of a quantitative survey 
conducted by Larsen (2011) with 225 social workers from across the country concerning the 
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professional’s own beliefs suggested these respondents conveyed having an affiliation with “God 
or a higher power” and supported using religion or spirituality in practice (p. 24). This same 
study indicated at least 50% of the respondents saw their faith or religion impacting their 
practice, but the reverse was also shown; almost 50% saw their practice impacted their spiritual 
growth. While Larsen’s (2011) research did not expand on this latter point, it clearly reported the 
importance of spirituality in the lives of participants in this particular study.  
An earlier study conducted by Sheridan et al. (1992) of LCSWs and other professionals 
emphasized implications for social work included self-awareness and continued evaluation of 
one’s beliefs or biases toward religion.  This study emphasized the point diversity involved 
religion and spirituality and if social work was committed to diversity then it must include these 
aspects (Sheridan et al., 1992). While this is true, a problem may exist concerning the view of 
diversity in relation to religion and spirituality. As stated previously, studies indicated there was 
an increase in LCSWs identifying with non-Christian religions which contrasted with how the 
general population identified (Oxhandler et al., 2017, 2018). This information suggests religious 
affiliation, specifically with Christian religion, might not be as important as it once was to those 
in the profession. Therefore, it is possible the perceptions concerning diversity of religious 
affiliation and the professional identity of peers affiliated with Christian religion has the potential 
to be negatively impacted. These same perceptions concerning religious diversity can also 
potentially affect work with clients who have a stronger tie to their religious affiliation than the 
worker serving them.  
Just as limited studies exist regarding a social worker’s personal identity with religion or 
faith, there is little research focusing on the interpersonal conflicts that may be occurring due to 
personal or private affiliation with religion and/or faith. Hodge (2020) described these conflicts 
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as ‘spiritual microaggressions’ and confirmed limited research conducted in this area. Thaller 
(2011) and Valutis et al. (2014) contributed to this discussion through studies addressing 
challenges faced by social workers practicing social work from a religious or faith perspective as 
well as conflicts between professional and religious values that surfaced through the years. The 
quantitative study by Valutis et al. (2014) incorporated approximately 200 licensed social 
workers which revealed political views and religious aspects were strong factors when seeking to 
understand potential conflicts between a worker’s values and that of the profession’s ethics. This 
study found the stronger persons identified with certain ideals or positions, the more they 
believed they encountered the aforementioned conflict (Valutis et al., 2014). In a somewhat 
similar study, Ressler and Hodge (2006) investigated perceptions social workers had concerning 
religious discrimination.  This study revealed individuals who were more strongly tied to 
religion, in this case Christianity, experienced more religious discrimination than those 
respondents indicating weaker affiliation with a particular religion (Ressler & Hodge, 2006). 
This information demonstrates potential conflictual and negative viewpoints exist surrounding 
the understanding of religion and faith in the social work profession and the impact religious 
affiliation (private/personal identity) has on the professional’s identity and collegial 
relationships. Unfortunately, people may not be aware these conflicts and microaggressions 
occur which indicate awareness is needed (Hodge, 2020). 
Professional Identity, Religious/Faith Affiliation, and Ethics 
Understanding how religion and faith have impacted professional identity and its 
connection to ethics has been a topic of research. First, it should be noted the concept of 
professional identity needs clear delineation. Just as there are many definitions of religion and 
faith, it seemed defining what professional identity meant in social work also varied (Forenza & 
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Eckert, 2018; Gitterman, 2014; Wiles, 2013). A definition of professional identity presented by 
Wiles (2013) is considered in exploring this area. Wiles (2013) stated there are three ways to 
define professional identity: as particular traits, as the “‘identity of the profession,’” or as the 
uniquely individualized way one develops their identity as a social worker (p.864).  For the 
purpose of this article, the latter definition is used. Regardless of the definition, a connection 
exists between professional identity and ethical conduct in relation to religion and/or faith. Wiles 
(2013) conducted a qualitative study using a small sample of social work students in England. 
The results indicated an ethical code was important to these students in developing their 
professional identity (Wiles, 2013). Additionally, Mattison (2000) conducted a study concerning 
ethical decision-making among social work professionals and discovered social workers make 
decisions influenced by various facets including professional components and personal values. 
This indicates a connection between religion and the profession (professional identity) in the 
context of ethics.  
Additional research included a survey of students’ perceptions concerning professional 
identity and religion/faith. Alice Lun (2015) led a qualitative study in which students were asked 
to articulate their view of spirituality and religion in the context of their professional schooling. 
Student perceptions concerning religion and spirituality indicated an overall acceptance of each 
but there were some students who did not have as positive an outlook (Alice Lun, 2015). It was 
interesting to note that the negative views were more toward the religious aspect than spirituality 
(Alice Lun, 2015). Even though many studies survey students, there are others which recruit 
social work professionals to elicit prevalent information concerning a professional identity and 
religion/faith (Forenza & Eckert, 2018; Larsen, 2011; Oxhandler et al., 2018). Rinkel et al (2018) 
made the point most research indicated a social worker who identified as a person of faith or 
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religious was more likely to integrate religion or spirituality into practice. As such, these 
researchers conducted a study of over 500 social workers concerning the integration of 
spirituality or religion into practice and found less than 50% of those who participated indicated 
practice influenced spirituality in their lives whereas almost 30% indicated it had no impact 
(Rinkel et al., 2018). Research studies, then, address the use of spiritual assessment tools in 
focusing on spirituality and faith, speak to the incorporation of religion and faith in practice, and 
consider the bearing it has on the social work professional. Little, however, is found that 
examines how the social worker’s professional identity or collegial relationships are impacted in 
relation to their personal religious affiliation. 
Discussion 
This paper briefly presented the historical roots and evolution of religion and faith in the 
development of the social work profession. A conceptual framework was introduced using the 
NASW Code of Ethics, CSWE EPAS, and the Social Identity Approach as its foundation, 
specifically concerning diversity and ethical behavior, followed by a discussion of values. An 
examination of the integration of religion and faith into education and practice was presented as 
well as looking at the personal and professional identity in relation to religious affiliation. 
Attention is now turned to address the implication this information may have on the social work 
profession both in education and practice settings.  
Implications for Social Work Education and Practice 
Historically, social work has forgotten and vacillated on the contributions religion and 
faith played in the development of the profession (Canda, 2005, 2013; Chi, 2018; Vanderwoerd, 
2011). In recent years, an increasing amount of attention has been placed on how religion, 
spirituality, or faith fit into educational and practice settings (Furman et al., 2007, 2011; Hohn et 
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al., 2017; Oxhandler & Parrish, 2016).  Even with increasing attention to this subject area and 
CSWE’s standards, educational programs continue to struggle with implementation and 
integration of religion and spirituality into its curriculum. This has a ripple effect then in 
impacting implementation in the practice arena (Oxhandler & Ellor, 2017; Oxhandler & 
Pargament, 2014; Sheridan, 2009). As such, social work professionals can experience an impact 
on their professional identity and relationships with colleagues. This is often derived from 
inaccurate attitudes and perceptions that contemporaries develop about religious affiliation due 
potentially to lack of preparation, knowledge, and growth in self-awareness. According to the 
social identity approach, attitudes and behaviors, whether accurate or inaccurate, are adopted 
through the groups one associates with due in part to social categorization (Tajfel et al., 1971; 
Hornsey, 2008). Social categorization, according to Tajfel et al. (1971) and Hornsey (2008) often 
causes biases between groups leading to negative behavior. Social workers, like all people, 
belong to groups, both personal and professional, in which mindsets and conduct can be 
influenced. Hence, this information holds specific and important implications for social work 
education and practice, yet limited research addresses this topic. 
If the educational setting continues to struggle with incorporation of this content area into 
curriculum as indicated through the review of literature, then a continuation of limited learning 
experiences offered to students remains in place. This limitation in the classroom encompasses 
understanding and knowledge in the use of spirituality and religion in practice with clients 
(Gilligan & Furness, 2006; Hodge, 2005; Oxhandler et al., 2018; Sheridan, 2009).  Additionally, 
this limitation can hinder students’ growth in self-awareness surrounding religion and spirituality 
including their perceptions of religiously affiliated peers and colleagues, thereby impacting their 
practice upon entrance into the field. When there is no encouragement to grow in self-awareness 
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and limited knowledge presented to develop an understanding of religious and spiritual diversity, 
it can lead to a profession with a lack of respect for diversity as it concerns religious affiliation. 
This, in turn, can impact service delivery. 
A final implication concerns the impact of ‘spiritual microaggressions’ and other 
conflicts related to a social worker’s identification with religious affiliation (Hodge, 2020; 
Valutis et al., 2014). Unfortunately, these things can negatively impact a social worker’s work, 
professional identity, and collegial relationships. Thus, it is vital the social work profession 
strengthens its knowledge, understanding and respect for diversity in all areas so as to prevent 
negative impacts on students and coworkers.  
Reiterating the framework (Figure 1) presented previously as the lens through which this 
subject was examined, it is important as a profession to understand the complexities of the 
formation of a social worker’s personal and professional identities. One’s personal identity, 
formed by various life experiences complete with biases, beliefs, perceptions, and religion or 
religious affiliation impacts their understanding of diversity and their application of the 
profession’s values, ethical code, and CSWE competencies. This, in turn, influences 
development of a professional identity. In the same respect, as the individual ascertains more 
about the profession, their personal identity will be impacted. Consideration of the ebb and flow 
between these previously identified components (i.e. diversity, personal and professional values, 
ethics, educational competencies, and social identity) leads to the professional identity emerging 
which impacts relationships with colleagues.   
If as social work professionals our behavior indicates a lack of honor or respect for 
diversity, in this case related to religiously affiliated colleagues, then such behavior would be 
inconsistent with ethical and professional guidelines. This would be in direct conflict with the 
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NASW Code of Ethics (2017) which states social work professionals are to avoid talking 
derogatorily or negatively about a colleague which includes comments about their religion. If 
this lack of respect occurs, then a substantial impact on the profession (education and practice) 
can ensue. It would indicate a profession that advocates strongly for inclusivity may not be 
demonstrating this vital aspect among its very own which includes social work students and 
social work practitioners. 
Conclusion 
Recommendations 
Without proper education and curriculum in which the difficult questions can be 
discussed and pondered, a lack of information and training occurs. Therefore, as other 
researchers have stated, it is crucial an integration of this subject matter into the curriculum of all 
social work educational programs happens (Hodge, 2005, 2018; Sheridan, 2009). This 
integration can be implemented either as a single course or throughout the entire curriculum. 
Incorporation of this content does not present an ethical violation according to the NASW Code 
of Ethics (2017) nor does it present a noncompliance issue with CSWE EPAS (2015).  
Along with integration of this content into social work education curriculum, it is 
recommended to incorporate more intentional conversations in the classroom related to religion 
and religious affiliation. These conversations may aid students in the processing of their personal 
beliefs, biases and lack of understanding as it concerns this topic just as it has with other areas of 
diversity (O’Neal, 2012; Sheridan et al., 1992). Part of this processing might include helping the 
student to better understand their social identity development which may in turn help in 
appreciating perceptions and differences that arise where religion, spirituality, and religious 
affiliation is concerned. Not only do these intentional conversations need to occur in the 
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classroom setting, but also in supervisory sessions with social workers overseeing others toward 
their state licensures. Inclusion of such dialogue both in the classroom setting and supervisory 
sessions can impact the future of the profession in such a positive manner. These conversations 
lead to a more comprehensive understanding and respect for diversity. The Social Work Integral 
Model (SWIM) developed by Garner (2011) provides a potential resource for incorporation into 
educational and practice settings that could be adapted for jumpstarting conversations and 
expanding on points in the social work education curriculum concerning diversity, i.e. religion 
and religious affiliation. Another resource that could be incorporated into the classroom is a self-
assessment tool such as the one proposed by Barker & Floersch (2010) entitled the Student Self-
Assessment Tool: Exploring Spirituality. A tool such as this or another specifically addressing 
religious affiliation could be developed and used in the classroom to ignite these conversations 
and learning opportunities.   
This article presented literature discussing the integration of religion and spirituality in 
social work, the development of assessment tools for use in practice, a discussion of ethics 
surrounding this issue, and aspects of personal and professional identities. However, a discussion 
specifically related to the impact a social worker’s religious affiliation has on their professional 
identity and relationships with colleagues was limited because little social work research exists 
on the subject. Yet, as highlighted previously, the potential for conflicts and negative views 
concerning a social worker’s religious affiliation indicates substantial relevance to the 
profession. Basically, with decreased respect, little understanding, and a lack of appreciation of 
diversity concerning religion and religious affiliation, the possibility of the profession being less 
inclusive looms on the horizon, thus jeopardizing what the social work profession truly values. 
This could have significant bearing on the profession and validates the importance of further 
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research to alleviate the gap in the literature. As such, I have conducted a research study 
investigating the impact religious affiliation has on a social worker’s professional identity and 
collegial relationships. This study specifically explored the challenges of identifying as a 
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Abstract 
 
This study explored the challenges associated with being a religiously affiliated social work 
professional. While religion and spirituality are often found in the literature, there is limited 
information discussing religious affiliation of social work professionals, challenges experienced, 
and how these challenges may impact them. Utilizing a cross-sectional survey design, LCSW-
BACS were recruited in the state of Louisiana to respond to the Religious Discrimination Scale 
(RDS) created by Allen et al. (2018-in press/2020) to explore challenges potentially being 
experienced by social work professionals. Results indicated a notable difference in responses by 
gender and religious affiliation. Males reported experiencing the challenges identified in the 
RDS more than females and social workers affiliated with Christianity indicated these challenges 
were experienced less than by those associated with non-Christian religions. Further research is 
needed with a broader sample of social work professionals to understand the extent social 
workers are experiencing challenges due to religious affiliation. 
 Keywords: religious affiliation, challenges, social work professionals, Louisiana, 
Religious Discrimination Scale  
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Challenges, diversity, respect, and religious affiliation. What is the connection? 
Researchers have debated and presented information on the place religion and spirituality hold in 
the social work profession for many years. The majority of this research concerns integration of 
faith and learning in educational and practice settings and the use of spiritual assessment tools in 
practice (Furman, et al., 2007; Hohn et al., 2017; Monad et al., 2011). There is some research 
pertaining to the possibility of discrimination happening to social workers who are religiously 
affiliated (Hodge, 2002; Ressler & Hodge, 2006; Thaller, 2011). Even so, there still exists a need 
for more research concerning challenges that impact a social worker who identifies as religiously 
affiliated. This is particularly important regarding challenges as they pertain to the social 
worker’s professional identity and collegial relationships.  
To better understand this topic of research, it is important to define the terms religious 
affiliation and challenges as each are intended for this study. A religiously affiliated person is 
one who is, “aligning themselves with a religious group” (Francis, 2007, p. 586). Challenges, as 
defined for this study, are obstacles and negativity experienced by social workers related to their 
religious affiliation.  
In relation to this debate on religion and spirituality’s place in social work that has 
vacillated for years, social workers with strong religious affiliations, particularly with 
Christianity, experience negativity in others’ perceptions regarding their professional identity 
and in their relationships with colleagues (Hodge, 2002, 2020; Ressler & Hodge, 2006; Thaller, 
2011). The social work profession indicates it embraces and respects diversity as identified in the 
National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics (2017) in which cultural 
awareness, respect for diversity and colleagues, and refraining from any form of discriminatory 
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behavior is addressed. It is important to note respect for diversity is also included in the Council 
on Social Work Education’s Educational Policies and Accreditation Standards (CSWE EPAS, 
2015) through competencies addressing expected ethical behavior and professionalism and 
diversity which includes development of self-awareness so as to practice with respect for all. If 
this does not occur, then the profession of social work would be greatly impacted because there 
would be a conflict with what the Code of Ethics and CSWE competencies state. Values of 
respect, diversity, and social justice must apply to all forms of diversity including religious faith.  
To contribute to knowledge development in this area, research was conducted through the 
use of a cross-sectional survey design for exploratory purposes to provide more information on 
this topic by asking, “has a sample of religiously affiliated social workers experienced these 
challenges (perceived prejudice, closet symptoms, and/or negative labels) at some point in their 
social work career?” The research involved surveying social work professionals in the state of 
Louisiana who hold the board approved clinical supervisor credential. These social workers are 
employed in various practice settings. The rationale for surveying this subset of social workers in 
Louisiana was based on predetermined criteria surrounding number of years in practice and 
serving in a supervisory role of masters level social workers pursuing clinical licensure. 
Respondents were asked to rate how often they had experienced certain things as a social worker 
based on their religious affiliation to explore whether these experiences are occurring and in 
what areas.  
Literature Review 
 
Religion, spirituality, and faith have been part of the social work profession’s history. 
The place religion, faith and spirituality hold in social work has been debated and there are a 
variety of views held by social work professionals about its use. Research has most often 
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included information concerning spiritual assessment tools (Austin et al., 2018; Monad et al., 
2011) and the integration of faith in practice and education (Furman, et al., 2007; Hohn et al., 
2017). Zorita (2017) pointed out organizations such as Catholic Social Workers National 
Association and North American Christians in Social Work have been present for years seeking 
to bring an integration of faith and practice.  
Microaggressions 
A limited amount of research examines challenges of identifying as a religiously 
affiliated social work professional. The limited research available examined discrimination and 
religious affiliation particularly in relation to Christianity (Hodge, 2002; Ressler & Hodge, 2006; 
Thaller, 2011).  Vang et al. (2019) pointed out that even though there was research on religious 
discrimination, there was a dearth of research considering the impact it can have on individuals. 
The term challenge can denote different images and ideas for individuals. Researchers 
such as Hodge (2020) and Sue (2010, as cited in Hodge, 2020) define challenges specifically as 
spiritual microaggressions, but many of these microaggressions target people based not only on 
religious affiliation. According to Husain and Howard (2017), the subject of religious 
microaggressions has not really been examined in the social work discipline even though 
microaggressions has been a topic of interest in the social sciences. Thus, this literature review 
focused on examining the challenges experienced in other disciplines, in social work educational 
settings, and in social work practice as they relate to religious affiliation. 
Challenges Experienced in Other Disciplines  
 Interestingly, the social work profession is not the only discipline that has examined 
challenges experienced due to one’s religious affiliation. The medical and business fields, and 
psychology arena are three other such disciplines. In the medical arena, Padela et al. (2015) 
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conducted a study of American Muslim doctors exploring their interpretations of religious bias. 
The results of this study indicated many American Muslim doctors are being accommodated 
concerning their religious beliefs, but a noteworthy number of these physicians were also found 
to experience religious bias in the workplace. Furthermore, a small percentage (9%) of those 
surveyed indicated their religious identity had an adverse impact on relationships with coworkers 
and 24% of all surveyed indicated they had lost a promotion in their jobs due to their religious 
affiliation. 
Ghumman et al. (2013) conducted a systematic literature review focused on religious bias 
in the business and psychology disciplines. This research noted there has been an increase in 
religious discrimination reports occurring at work despite the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and its 
amendments. They examined closely one aspect of religious bias, disparate treatment, in which 
they concluded there was not enough empirical evidence to indicate such treatment; however, it 
was recommended more research is needed in this area.  
Rosik et al. (2016) conducted a study of individuals belonging to the Christian 
Association for Psychological Studies (CAPS). This research indicated of those surveyed a high 
percentage perceived being part of the psychology field affiliated with Christianity would bring 
increasing hardship going forward. Additionally, well over 50% of the respondents in this same 
study indicated they had received criticism and negative treatment due to their religion.  
Furthermore, in this same study, a high percentage of those surveyed indicated they had been 
privy to unkind remarks, from both secular and Christian contemporaries, about Christian mental 
health professionals or about those serving in education. These researchers also discussed 
implications of their study which emphasized the need of the psychological profession to address 
negative treatment of colleagues who identify with religion. And it was suggested that Christian 
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psychology professionals look within their own religiously affiliated group regarding negative 
treatment coming from within their own discipline (Rosik et al., 2016).  This seems similar to 
what may be occurring within the social work profession. Irrespective, the above research 
reiterated the point that other disciplines see the potential issues that are arising from challenges 
experienced due to religious affiliation. 
Social Workers in Comparison to Other Mental Health Providers 
Sheridan et al. (1992) conducted a study of 600 LCSWs, LPCs, & licensed PY 
(psychologists) in Virginia to consider the views held by each discipline regarding religion 
which revealed disparities across these disciplines in both personal and professional aspects. In a 
more recent study, Oxhandler et al. (2017), surveyed a sample of LCSWs, LPCs, PY, LMFTs, 
and nurses from across the state of Texas to compare their responses to questions surrounding 
their religious/spiritual views and implementation into daily/weekly life. This same study 
revealed LCSWs, PY, and LMFTs had smaller percentages of its professionals who identified 
with Christian religious affiliations, whereas APNs and LPCs had the highest. These studies, 
while related to religion, did not focus specifically on challenges such as discrimination related 
to religious affiliation (Oxhandler et al., 2017; Sheridan et al, 1992). 
Challenges Experienced in the Social Work Educational Setting 
There have been various studies completed to gain an understanding of challenges 
experienced by faculty and students as they pertain to religious affiliation. Specifically, these 
studies have primarily examined the issue of discrimination or microaggressions. Bolen and 
Dessel (2013) conducted a literature review concerning discrimination of Christians which 
included those in social work education revealing a small number of studies that support this 
stance but with limitations in their research process. According to Bolen and Dessel (2013), 
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research did not empirically speak to the issue of social work educators discriminating towards 
students with a conservative religious affiliation. Their research indicated the idea of challenges 
occurring is not strongly supported. 
Ressler and Hodge (2006) conducted a research study using qualitative and quantitative 
approaches concerning social workers’ experiences related to religious discrimination especially 
in the educational setting. The qualitative portion of this study showed respondents reported it 
had been conveyed to students with strong religious ties that social work was not a profession for 
them due to their religious connection. The results also indicated discrimination occurred more 
within academia (Ressler & Hodge, 2006). A similar qualitative study of a small number of 
Christian social workers explored their religious identities, and these respondents revealed the 
negativity they experienced from professors and their peers while in the classroom due to their 
identification with Christianity (Thaller, 2011). Overall, Thaller’s (2011) study indicated social 
workers reported facing more negativity or obstacles concerning their religious identities while 
in school than in practice. Creating mindfulness of this type of discrimination would be a first 
step in the right direction and should occur through social work education (Hodge, 2005).  
MSW Students’ Understanding of Spirituality and Religion as Presented in Their Education 
From another perspective, Hodge and McGrew (2006) examined how spirituality and 
religion were defined among MSW students. Results indicated definitions were varied and there 
was a small but significant number of responses that indicated little to no relationship between 
the two terms (Hodge & McGrew, 2006). A key aspect that seemed to surface within the 
research examined, concerning challenges experienced in educational settings, was the part 
curriculum must play in educating students (Hodge, 2020; Hodge & McGrew, 2006). Hodge 
(2020) presented the point that it will be difficult to remove such discrimination when content is 
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not discussed. Additionally, Thaller (2011) made the point if Christianity and social work were 
going to work, then all sides must be open to discuss these matters in an unguarded manner. As 
Hodge (2003) pointed out, the information from his study revealed social work education may be 
presenting a biased understanding of those with a faith foundation. Additionally, Hodge, et al. 
(2006) conducted a study that explored the inclusion of faith groups in social work literature as 
compared to other groups. The results of this study revealed faith groups were greatly 
underrepresented and when mentioned in the literature, faith groups were presented more 
negatively. Research conducted (Hodge, 2003; Hodge et al., 2006; Ressler & Hodge, 2006) has 
suggested social work programs are fostering a limited understanding of religious diversity 
which has the potential to affect those served who have a commitment to faith/religion. Then it 
would seem logical this same limited role in educational programming will lead to difficulty in 
understanding colleagues who identify with religion or a faith tradition. Thus, challenges are apt 
to surface for those social work professionals who do identify with a religious affiliation.  
Challenges Experienced in Social Work Practice 
It is important to examine challenges that are experienced in social work practice in the 
field. Sheridan et al. (1992) made the point that diversity involved religion and spirituality and if 
the profession is committed to diversity then it should include religion and spirituality in 
practice. In reviewing the literature, this view occurs in relation to clients, but should it not also 
be the same view towards each other as colleagues? The implication was that mental health 
professionals needed to understand and acknowledge religious beliefs of those served in order to 
remain respectful and that it was important for students to understand how vital it was to 
understand and respect the religious and spiritual aspects of clients (Sheridan et al., 1992). Yet, 
no studies or information relaying the same sentiment to colleagues could be found. A study by 
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Furman et al. (2007) was conducted of social workers in Norway and the United States, 
belonging to particular professional associations in these countries, concerning their views on 
and use of religion and/or spirituality. They found those in the United States were more open to 
religious and spiritual aspects in practice than their counterparts in Norway. Interestingly, this 
same study revealed a large percentage of social workers in each country indicated a lack of 
preparation in their education as it pertains to this subject matter (Furman et al., 2007). Knitter 
(2010) in his work, also stated lack of preparation of social workers causes difficulty in having 
much needed conversations with clients concerning religion or spirituality. But, he also discussed 
what he believed was needed to begin to have such dialogues which included empathy and 
openness to change. It was also suggested that a social worker, whether religiously affiliated or 
not, will have issues in working with clients of different religious affiliations, but it may be 
especially difficult for a worker who identifies as Christian (Knitter, 2010). This information 
reinforces the many aspects of religious affiliation, the social worker, and challenges that may be 
experienced. Hodge (2020) concluded that a better understanding of the subtleties that produce 
discrimination based on religious affiliation would enhance preparation to ethically remove this 
type of discrimination in work with clients.   
Experiences of Religiously Affiliated Social Workers and the Political Continuum  
Finally, some studies revealed social workers in the field hold a more progressive 
viewpoint and often negative behaviors are experienced by those who are more conservative in 
their views (Hodge, 2003; Ressler & Hodge, 2006). Another study conducted by Ringstad (2014) 
of graduate social work students also indicated a slant toward more progressive views. In the 
study by Hodge (2003), the idea that most social workers carry a progressive view and that this 
worldview may differ from many of those who are ‘people of faith’ was examined extensively. 
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The results indicated that most social workers do hold a progressive worldview (liberal) and that 
this worldview is different from many of those who are considered people of faith (Hodge, 
2003). In line with this, Ressler and Hodge’s (2006) study demonstrated that a high percentage 
of conservative social workers expressed they had experienced religious discrimination from 
colleagues more so than those of a more progressive viewpoint. Additionally, most all 
respondents indicated they felt inappropriate comments made about religion had occurred in the 
field and more of these comments were directed toward those identifying with conservative 
views (Ressler & Hodge, 2006). This information possibly suggests we, as social workers, must 
be more intentional about including information concerning diversity of religious affiliations in 
all areas of education and practice so that negative experiences are reduced and respect grows.  
Ressler and Hodge (2006) pointed out many believe social work as a profession is not 
practicing inclusivity when it comes to religious diversity. With the limited research available on 
this topic, it is a clear indication more is needed to inform the profession. The purpose of this 
study builds on the work of others (Hodge, 2002, 2020; Ressler & Hodge, 2006) in examining 
the challenges of identifying as a religiously affiliated social work professional. A study such as 
this is significant to the social work profession in examining the respect it has for religious 
diversity to ensure ethical standards and EPAS are truly followed. As Hodge (2002) stated, “If 
the profession hopes to serve all segments of the population, it must apply its ethics in its own 
house” (p. 411). 
Thus, this study seeks to answer the question, has a sample of religiously affiliated social 
workers experienced these challenges (perceived prejudice, closet symptoms, and/or negative 
labels) at some point in their social work career? Other questions answered flow from the 
overarching research question reported: 1) Are there differences in responses concerning these 
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challenges in relation to age of respondents?, 2) Are there differences in responses concerning 
these challenges in relation to gender of respondents?, 3) Does number of years of professional 
experience impact responses concerning challenges experienced?, 4) Are there differences in 
challenges experienced in relation to religious affiliation? 
Method 
Design and Rationale 
This is a quantitative study using a cross-sectional, survey design. Participants were 
requested to complete an existing scale at a single point in time. The goal in using this method 
was to provide more information concerning religious affiliation and the social work 
professional. This study was designed to examine correlations not causal inferences to offer new 
insights in this area.  
Sample Population and Recruitment 
The sample for this research study consisted of social workers in the state of Louisiana 
licensed and active at the licensed clinical social worker-board approved clinical supervisor 
(LCSW-BACS) level. Social worker is defined, for the purposes of this study, as someone who 
has received a degree in social work and holds a license, certification, or registration from the 
state of Louisiana. Religious affiliation can be defined in various ways, but for the purposes of 
this study, Francis’ (2007) definition is used. Religious affiliation refers to a person “aligning 
themselves with a religious group (Francis, 2007, p. 586). Challenge is defined as negative 
experiences that religiously affiliated social workers experience or their perceived experiences. 
The sampling method used for this study was purposive sampling. This population was 
selected due to meeting the criteria preferred for the nature and focus of this study. Those at the 
LCSW-BACS level had the predetermined characteristics desired, i.e. licensed in the state of 
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Louisiana which entails being at the post-masters level and beyond, at least 3-5 years post-
graduate work experience, and serving in a supervisory capacity. The rationale for using LCSW-
BACS with these predetermined characteristics was due to number of years of their practice 
experience and their position as a supervisor of masters level social workers working toward 
clinical license. It was vital to gain insight from them since they play a vital role in training other 
social workers in all aspects of social work practice.  
Participants were recruited using an email list obtained through the Louisiana State Board 
of Social Work Examiners located in Baton Rouge, LA, United States. This information (the 
email list) did not require special permissions to obtain. Any entity can request the email 
directory list. Email addresses found in the directory have been acknowledged and approved to 
be made public by each licensed social worker in the state.   
This list contained 890 potential participants of which only 877 were contacted due to 
inaccurate email addresses provided. A total of 234 responded to the survey request in some 
fashion. A total of 35 responses were deleted: two for not consenting to the survey, 18 who 
consented but did not complete the survey, three who completed only demographics, and 12 who 
partially completed the survey which brought the total number of viable responses to 199. The 
median age range of the respondents was 51-60 with the majority of participants being female. 
Overwhelmingly, 62% of the respondents had 21+ years of professional experience.  
Realizing not all potential respondents would participate, the desire was to obtain at least 
a 30% response rate which was believed to be large enough to accommodate the topic of study 
given the sample size. From the responses received, it indicated a response rate of 26.6% which 
was near the proposed response rate of 30%. Once data were cleaned, the response rate was 24%. 
According to Rubin and Babbie (2017), a fifty percent response rate has been the norm for many 
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years, but currently there is not a concensus on what constitutes a satisfactory response rate. For 
this study, it was determined the response rate was adequate and no further follow-up was 
necessary.  
Data Collection 
The data required for this study were secured by contacting potential participants 
(LCSW-BACS professionals in LA) from the list acquired from the Louisiana State Board of 
Social Work Examiners via email about participating from March to June of 2020. An email was 
generated and sent to all in the sampling frame discussing the purpose of the study. This email 
included information concerning confidentiality, IRB approval, voluntary participation, potential 
risks, the freedom to withdraw from the study at any time, as well as instructions and a link to 
the survey. Each participant was asked to complete an 11 question survey and four demographic 
items. This survey was delivered using the Qualtrics platform which is where all collected data 
for this study are stored. A form of the Dillman method (1978) was used in conducting this 
survey research. As such, a reminder email was sent out approximately 1 week after the original 
survey was received and then again at three weeks, a follow-up email with the survey link was 
emailed.  
Survey Instrument  
The instrument used in this study was the Religious Discrimination Scale (RDS), see 
Appendix B, created by Allen et al. (2018-in press/2020). Permission to use this instrument was 
granted by Dr. Allen, the lead researcher in creating this tool prior to beginning this research. 
This is an eleven-item tool which is intended to identify 3 areas/subscales: 1) perceived 
prejudice, 2) closet symptoms, and 3) negative labels (Allen, et al., 2018-in press/2020). For each 
survey statement, respondents had the option of rating it from 1 to 5 (never to always). The use 
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of descriptive statistics specifically central tendencies (mean and median) and dispersions 
(standard deviation) were used in analyzing the data to discover information about the nature of 
this sample’s reported experiences.  
The RDS was piloted on a sample of students identifying with The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) to measure only perceived religious discrimination (Allen, et 
al., 2018-in press/2020). To address the psychometric properties of this scale, Allen et al. (2018-
in press/2020) conducted an exploratory factor analysis and a confirmatory factor analysis on a 
sample of participants identifying as LDS in which they found the results to be satisfactory. The 
reliability of the RDS was considered to be acceptable as well (Allen et al., 2018-in press/2020).  
Data Analysis  
All data analysis performed for this research is through the use of the R Statistical 
Package software. All survey information was exported from Qualtrics into the statistical 
software. Before beginning analysis, the data were cleaned by examining the distribution of 
responses in the data set. Each variable’s responses were coded using numerical representations 
converted into quantitative form. Once the cleaning of data was completed, quantitative analysis 
began using descriptive statistics to contextualize the findings. Specifically, the minimum and 
maximum range of responses, means, frequencies, and standard deviations were identified and 
discussed as relevant to the study. In analyzing the data, I begin with a discussion of the 
demographics of the sample population. Beginning with responses to the questions of the RDS, 
data are analyzed with the goal of describing respondents’ experiences in relation to each of the 
three subscales of the RDS (perceived prejudice, closet symptoms, and negative labels). Second, 
I report on differences in responses to the subscales on the RDS. A one-way analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) was used to examine the relationship between age and RDS scores, and years of 
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professional experience and RDS scores. This test assumes data analyzed has a normal 
distribution, was obtained through autonomous responses, and indicated a similarity of variance 
between groups (Pallant, 2020). A t-test was used to examine the relationship between gender 
and RDS scores, and religious affiliation and RDS scores. This test was used with its 
assumptions that there was again a normal distribution of data with an adequate sample size 
which was randomly sampled (Pallant, 2020).  
Protection of Human Participants 
 
It should be noted that prior to conducting any research, this study was submitted to the 
Institutional Review Board of the University of St. Thomas for an exempt level of review and 
was granted approval on January 30, 2020. (See Appendix C) All ethical guidelines were 
followed and an appropriate informed consent was used in conducting this research. 
Results 
Demographics  
Out of 199 licensed clinical social workers-board approved clinical supervisors (LCSW-
BACS) in the state of Louisiana, the sample was predominantly comprised of females (79%, see 
Table 1). Approximately 60% of participants were age 51and older while those 40 or younger 
comprised less than 20% of the respondents. Those age 41-50 encompassed the remaining 23%. 
Professional experience for those who completed the survey indicated that the majority (62%) 
had 21 years or more of service. The smallest percentage (7%) was represented in the 5-10 years 
of professional experience. This is not uncommon since the LCSW-BACS licensure takes 
approximately 5 years to attain. The demographic, religious affiliation, indicated that an 
overwhelming majority of respondents identified as Christian (81%) while other categories 
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represented smaller percentages of the sample population. It is noteworthy there were 7% of 
respondents that identified their religious affiliation as other.  
Table 1 
























Gender   
   Female 157 79 
   Male 42 21 
Age   
			≤30 or younger 1 <1 
   31-40 37 19 
   41-50 45 23 
   51-60 58 29 
   61+ 58 29 
Years Professional 
Experience   
   5-10 years 13 <7 
   11-15 years 25 13 
   16-20 years 38 19 
   21+ years 123 62 
Religious Affiliation   
   Christian 161 81 
   Agnostic 7 4 
   Atheist 7 4 
   Buddhist 3 <2 
   No Affiliation 8 4 
   Other 13 7 
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Research Question 
This study sought to answer the research question: has a sample of religiously affiliated 
social workers experienced these challenges (perceived prejudice, closet symptoms, and/or 
negative labels) at some point in their social work career? To answer this question, the data 
analyzed the three subscales of the RDS survey, responses to each individual question on the 
RDS, and looking at differences in responses based on age, gender, years of experience, and 
religious affiliation. 
Subscales of RDS 
Based on the mean and the standard deviation of each subscale, respondents primarily 
answered 1, 2, or 3 which indicated their experience of challenges in these subscale areas were 
either never, rarely, or sometimes. The results for the perceived prejudice subscale indicated the 
majority of respondents never experienced challenges in this area as evidenced by the M = 1.355 
and Mdn = 1.2 with SD = 0.508. The closet symptom subscale specified M = 2.080, Mdn = 2, and 
SD = 0.818 with scores falling in the range of minimum 1 to maximum 4.667 (never to 
frequently). These results indicate respondents in this study rarely experienced closet symptoms, 
yet there were some respondents who revealed they had experienced these closet symptoms 
frequently. The information gained from the negative labels subscale revealed a M = 2.14, Mdn = 
2.0, and SD = 0.909. The scores for this subscale also fell in the range of 1 to 4.667. Again, 
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Table 2 
Analysis of Subscales of RDS 
Subscale M Mdn SD 
PP 1.35 1.2 0.508 
CS 2.08 2.0 0.818 
NL 2.14 2.0 0.909 
 
Note. PP = perceived prejudice; CS = closet symptoms; NL = negative labels 
 
Most respondents answered never, rarely, or sometimes. However, there were three 
individual questions whose responses were more split among the answers. For example, question 
three on the RDS specifically addresses the area of the respondent’s experience with people 
making assumptions based on the respondent’s religious affiliation.  Results indicated a Mdn = 2 
with M = 2.307 and SD = 1.106 suggesting there were some respondents who had experienced 
this particular challenge. Likewise, question four on the RDS concerned respondents feeling they 
should keep their religious affiliation to themselves in which results revealed a Mdn = 3, M = 
2.839 and SD = 1.30. Approximately 60% of respondents responded to this question with an 
answer of either always, frequently, or sometimes. Question ten concerned perceptions 
respondents had of others having negative stereotypes of a person connected to the respondent’s 
religion.  Results indicated a Mdn = 2, M = 2.256, and SD = 1.09, meaning there were 
respondents who perceived they had experienced this as a challenge in their professional 
experience.  
Age and Years of Professional Experience 
 A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to measure the relationship between 
age and each subscale of the RDS as well as professional experience and each RDS subscale. 
These results are shown in Tables 3, 4, and 5. The results for age of respondents yielded no 
statistical significance as it pertains to their responses to the three subscale areas. The ANOVA 
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analysis of responses to the RDS subscales based on years of professional experience were also 
not statistically significant.  
Table 3 
ANOVA Results for RDS Subscale PP 
 
Variable F value p-value 
Age 0.537 0.464 
Years Professional Experience 0.012 0.912 
 




ANOVA Results for RDS Subscale CS  
 
Variable F value p-value 
Age 0.624 0.431 
Years Professional Experience 0.519 0.472 
 




ANOVA Results for RDS Subscale NL 
 
Variable F value p-value 
Age 1.142 0.287 
Years Professional Experience 1.201 0.275 
 
Note. N = 199. ANOVA = analysis of variance; NL = negative labels 
 
Gender  
 Analysis of data that concerned responses by gender related to each subscale of the RDS 
was conducted using the Welch Two Sample t-test. Results between gender and the subscales 
indicated there was a significant difference between men and women. Specifically, the Perceived 
Prejudice subscale revealed the mean of females was 0.211 whereas the mean of males was 1.35. 
The Closet Symptoms subscale indicated a mean for females of 0.211and for males a mean of 
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2.08. The last subscale, Negative Labels, revealed a mean of 0.211 for females and 2.14 for 
males. The results of the tests, seen in Table 6, show there was significant difference (p<.001) in 
how the men and women answered the questions for each subscale, with men reporting more 
perceived religious discrimination on all three subscales. 
Table 6 
Results of Two Sample t-test for RDS Subscales and Gender 
Subscale t-value p-value Mean 
PP -24.717 <0.001 x=0.211 , y=1.35 
CS -28.813 <0.001 x=0.211 , y=2.08 
NL -27.307 <0.001 x=0.211 , y=2.14 
 
Note. N = 199. x = female, y = male; PP = perceived prejudice; CS = closet symptoms; 
NL = negative labels 
Religious Affiliation  
 Using the Welch Two Sample t-test, an analysis of data was conducted according to 
responses by religious affiliation related to each subscale of the RDS. Since the majority of 
respondents in this study identified as Christian, all other responses representing other religious 
affiliations were combined to run this analysis. Respondents in the other religious affiliation 
category included Agnostic, Atheist, Buddhist, and other. Data for this variable, seen in Table 7, 
did reveal statistically significant results. The Perceived Prejudice subscale revealed the mean of 
those identifying as Christian was 1.36 whereas the mean of the other religiously affiliated was 
1.41. The Closet Symptoms subscale indicated a mean for Christian affiliated was 1.98 and for 
other religiously affiliated a mean of 2.56. And lastly, Negative Labels, revealed a mean of 2.12 
for those affiliated with Christian religion and 2.44 for those in the other religiously affiliated. 
These results show there was a significant difference (p<.001) in how those identifying with 
Christianity and those identifying with other religious affiliations responded to questions for each 
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subscale. Specifically, those from other faiths reported greater perceived religious discrimination 
than those identifying as Christian. 
Table 7 
Results of Two Sample t-test for RDS Subscales and Religious Affiliation 
Subscale t value p-value Mean 
PP -26.465 <0.001 x= 1.36, y= 1.41 
CS -29.329 <0.001 x= 1.98, y= 2.56 
NL -28.36 <0.001 x= 2.12, y= 2.44 
 
Note. N + 199. x = Christian, y = other; PP = perceived prejudice; CS = closet symptoms; 
 
NL = negative labels 
 
Discussion 
This research provides further information into the study of religion and faith in the social 
work field specifically examining challenges perceived by religiously affiliated social workers. 
Overall, this study surveying social work supervisors in Louisiana revealed limited results 
showing statistical significance regarding challenges experienced as indicated by responses to 
the three subscales of the RDS. Similar to Ressler and Hodge (2006) and Thaller’s (2011) 
research, this study revealed a small number of social workers who perceived different types of 
challenges such as prejudice have occurred to them. Descriptively, it is worth noting that a 
significant percentage (nearly half) of respondents reported they perceived others had negative 
stereotypes of them due to their religion. This connects to Ressler and Hodge’s (2006) study in 
which they found participants either faced negative behaviors in practice from coworkers due to 
their religion or were aware of a peer who had. 
Results concerning age and professional years of service in relation to responses on the 
three subscales of the RDS did not reveal significant results. In relation to professional years of 
service, this could be due to the majority of respondents having worked for over 21+ years. It is 
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possible a sample population of social workers who have less professional experience might 
respond differently to these subscales. It is noteworthy, however, to emphasize there was a 
statistically meaningful difference in responses between men and women to each of the three 
subscales. Men indicated more experiences of perceived prejudice, negative labels, and closet 
symptoms than women even though the occurrences were rare. The sample size of men (21%) 
and women (79%) for this study must be noted since it may also be a cause for bias in this study. 
Since the number of men in this study seems to mirror the number of men in the social work 
profession, this may be an indicator of how other men might respond to the same survey 
questions. The ratio of men to women in this survey is actually representative of the small 
number of men found nationally in the workplace practicing as social workers as disclosed in the 
2017 Profile of the Social Work Workforce (Salsberg et al., 2017, pp. 14-15).  
There was also a significant difference in the responses between religious affiliations to 
the subscales of the RDS. Respondents identifying with other religious affiliations indicated 
more experiences of perceived prejudice, negative labels, and closet symptoms than those 
identifying with Christianity. Since this study surveyed social workers who reside in Louisiana, 
which is part of the ‘Bible belt,’ this may not be an indicator of how those affiliated with 
Christianity or with other religious affiliations might respond who reside in other parts of the 
country. 
Implications for Social Work Practice  
Although this study did not find overwhelmingly significant data, it is important to note 
there was still the case that people reported experiences of perceived prejudice, closet symptoms, 
or negative labeling due to their religious affiliation. While this study only included social 
workers in supervisory roles i.e. LCSW-BACS, social workers at this level of licensure have 
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many years of professional experience, which is often the case and is evident by the results of 
this study. These social workers having attended many continuing education trainings and being 
seasoned workers may view challenges due to their religious affiliation minimally. If this is the 
case, then it would be important to conduct research with less experienced social workers who 
may feel less confident both in training and experience as it pertains to religious diversity. Their 
perceptions of challenges due to religious affiliation may be different than those surveyed in this 
study, thereby, aiding in the improved integration of religious diversity content into social work 
education curriculum. 
Another implication from this study concerns where the population sampled was located. 
Louisiana, as a Southern state located in the ‘Bible belt’ of America, may be more representative 
of Christianity. Therefore social workers identifying with Christianity, may find more acceptance 
and less challenging experiences due to their religious affiliation. Conversely, those identifying 
as other religiously affiliated may find less acceptance and more challenging experiences. 
Studying social workers from other geographic locations across the country may yield different 
results as it relates to religious affiliation and challenges experienced. 
It is important for the profession of social work to continue growing in knowledge and 
skills where it concerns religion and religious affiliation. For the practice arena, this study 
reminds social workers to maintain the standards identified in the Code of Ethics. As social 
workers, we must practice ethically to avoid conflicts with the Code of Ethics which includes 
behavior toward religiously affiliated colleagues. One way to implement this is through 
intentional conversations with our colleagues including those social workers being supervised 
toward licensure, much like Knitter (2010) suggested having with religious clients. These 
conversations need to explore and discuss knowledge, emotions, and attitudes surrounding the 
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topic of religious diversity and religious affiliation which would aid in gaining a better 
understanding of any challenges being experienced and responses to it. This is important to the 
profession so that it continues to be a discipline that welcomes all aspects of diversity including 
its own members who may be religiously affiliated. 
Strengths and Limitations  
Even though this research was conducted in the spring of 2020 during the COVID-19 
pandemic, a relatively large number of respondents completed this survey. Additionally, the 
support received from the Louisiana Board of Social Work Examiners in obtaining the email list 
aided in conducting this study and as such is seen as a strength. Another strength of this study 
involves its link to other research and results conducted by others as stated earlier. Furthermore, 
an additional strength involves how this research furthers information on the topic of religion and 
religious affiliation of the social work professional. It provides good information as it relates to 
the sample population surveyed in the state of Louisiana.  
However, this also points to one of the limitations of the study which concerns the 
particpant demographics. The sample used for this study would only be representative of the 
social worker population in the state of Louisiana. Therefore, data would not be generalizable to 
all social workers across the country and potentially not even to all social workers in Louisiana 
since it only surveyed those with LCSW-BACS. It is possible other levels of licensed social 
workers could answer differently. Another limitation concerns the fact that participants in this 
sample were located in what is considered the ‘Bible belt’ of the country which can impact the 
study’s results. This same survey completed in other parts of the country by a sample population 
comparable to LCSW-BACS may reveal different results.  
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Another limitation involves the collection of data. These data were collected through the 
use of a cross-sectional survey via email. As defined by Rubin and Babbie (2017), a cross-
sectional study involves surveying an issue at a certain point or time. Knowing this, it is possible 
that respondents may answer differently at another time due to maturation or additional life 
experiences.   
Email contact information was not listed properly for some potential respondents; 
therefore, some did not have the opportunity to complete the survey. This could present a slight 
bias in the results. Despite these limitations, this study does contribute to the knowledge base of 
religious affiliation and challenges social workers who identify with religion experience or 
perceive they have experienced. 
Future Research 
The results of this study lend information to the topic of challenges experienced by 
religiously affiliated social workers, yet, more research is needed. Additional research with a 
broader sample of social workers based on geographic location or multiple licensure levels is 
needed. Research with specific religious affiliations with a larger cross-sectional population 
would result in more information about challenges experienced and possibly in what ways these 
challenges impact the social worker’s career. Another area for future research involves surveying 
different sample populations, either all social workers (i.e., not just supervisors) in the state of 
Louisiana or a national sample of social workers in different geographic locations. As is common 
in social work, women far outweigh the number of men which was the case in this study. Thus, 
future research in this area may consider over sampling for men to gain more in-depth results for 
analysis as it relates to challenges experienced in conjunction with religious affiliation. From 
literature reviewed of previous studies, it is possible religiously affiliated social workers may 
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experience challenges more in the educational arena, which would imply future research is 
warranted in this area as well. 
It would be important for research in the future to concentrate specifically on religious 
affiliation of social workers and how it expressly impacts professional identity and relationships 
with colleagues. This may entail developing another survey tool with questions specifically 
addressing these two areas. It could also mean conducting a qualitative study to explore more in-
depth about the challenges religiously affiliated social workers experience due to their affiliation. 
This qualitative study would include a random sample of social workers (approximately 20) from 
across the state of Louisiana. An interview script would be developed containing questions 
specifically addressing religious affiliation, challenges experienced due to this affiliation, and the 
worker’s response to said challenges. Such a study would allow for in-depth exploration of what 
is often a sensitive and personal topic, yet gaining invaluable information that would be helpful 
in both practice and educational settings. 
Conclusion 
This study revealed there were no overall significant results indicating religiously 
affiliated social workers report experiencing challenges based on their religious affiliation. The 
data however indicated there was some statistical importance regarding responses to these 
challenges as related to gender and religious affiliation of the social worker. Further research is 
needed in this area concerning religious affiliation and challenges experienced by social workers 
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Abstract 
Historically, religion and faith impacted the social work field, but as secularization of the 
profession increased, it appears there has been a vacillation in attention toward religion and faith. 
As such, it is critical the profession understand social workers’ professional and personal 
identities concerning religious affiliation and its importance to social work. This presentation 
reviewed the historical context of religion in social work, a discussion of values, and the 
integration of religion and faith into social work practice and education. Religious affiliations are 
considered in the context of personal and professional identities with implications for the field of 
social work. This was presented through the lens of a conceptual framework considering CSWE 
EPAS, NASW Code of Ethics, and the Social Identity Approach. Upon completion of this 
workshop, participants were able to 1) identify the impact of religious affiliation upon a social 
worker's professional identity and collegial relationships, and 2) articulate implications for the 
future of the social work profession regarding diversity and cultural sensitivity. Preliminary 
results of research conducted by this writer were briefly presented concerning perceived 
challenges, religious affiliation, and LCSW-BACS in the state of Louisiana. 
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Religious Affiliation, Professional Identity, and Collegial Relationships:  
What’s the Connection? 
 
 The presentation entitled “Religious Affiliation, Professional Identity, and Collegial 
Relationships: What’s the Connection?” was submitted and accepted to the North American 
Association of Christians in Social Work annual conference. The conference title for the 2020 
meeting was “Unity in the Face of Adversity: Building a World of Love and Justice.” This 
conference was scheduled to be held in Washington, DC, but due to the COVID pandemic it 
moved to a completely virtual environment with the options of pre-recorded or live remote 
(Zoom) sessions. The conference dates were November 5-8, 2020 with this presentation offered 
in live remote on Saturday, November 7, 2020. The information presented in this session at the 
conference centered around the conceptual paper and framework (Product 1) with preliminary 
data provided from the research study (Product 2) of the Banded Dissertation. Following are 
PowerPoint slides used for this presentation. 
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